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European farmland biodiversity has shown dramatic declines since the second half of the 20th 
century (Donald et al., 2001).  There is little doubt that for the most part, this has been driven by 
intensification of agricultural practices. Birds have been particularly well-studied, and year-to-year 
trends in farmland bird populations are used as indicators of the general health of the 
environment (Defra, 2015).    
Agri-environment schemes (AES),  whereby farmers receive payment for ‘stewardship’ of the 
countryside via various management options designed to promote biodiversity, form the main 
policy instrument within the European Union to address declining farmland biodiversity. In 
England, the main AES are based on a two-level programme of broader management practices 
(Entry Level Scheme or ELS), and more targeted management options (Higher Level Scheme or 
HLS). A huge amount of research has underpinned the precise requirements of the various options 
within these schemes (Newton, 2017).  However, whilst some effects have been detected (Davey 
et al., 2010, Baker et al., 2012), there appears to have been little, if any, impact on overall 
farmland bird population trends, which are still in long-term decline (Hayhow et al., 2017). 
The findings of Walker et al. (2018) provide the most powerful assessment to date of the 
efficacy of HLS on bird populations. Importantly, the study was undertaken over a relatively long-
time span, and included differences between geographic regions, enabling an assessment of 
impacts over relatively broad spatial and temporal scales. Encouragingly, of the 17 species 
considered, 12 showed a significantly more positive change in abundance on HLS relative to 
control farms, in at least one region or period.  Furthermore, on HLS farms, there was a sustained 
increase in the combined abundance of the 19 species which contribute to the Farmland Bird 
Indicator (FBI), the main monitoring tool of the state of farmland biodiversity in the UK (Defra, 
2015), and as such a key contributor to environmental policy.  Therefore, in general, the HLS does 
indeed provide a benefit to farmland bird populations, at least in the studied regions, and is 
therefore achieving its goal of increasing farmland bird populations. 
However, the results are not all good news.  The specific options of HLS are tailored to 
particular target species.  Whilst the majority of species showed positive effects of HLS, four out of 
the six target species considered showed no effects whatsoever.  This suggests that specific 
targeted options are not working, are not being adopted at a sufficiently high rate, or are being 
implemented erroneously.  Moreover, among the species showing positive effects, there was 
much spatial and temporal variation.  The efficacy of HLS therefore in part depends on the 
landscape context (each region being characterised by different predominant farming types), and 
also on the particular weather conditions in any given period.  Crucially, Walker et al. (2018) used 
their results to make quantitative predictions about the scale of AES deployment needed in the 
wider countryside to halt population declines. Despite the generally positive effects, the 
predictions indicated that HLS coverage was substantially less than that needed to reverse 
population declines: a much larger proportion of farmland bird populations needs to benefit from 
HLS in order to see a change in the FBI. 
It should be acknowledged that HLS is not the only AES operating in England.  The ELS has 
more generic, easily implemented, options which are designed to encourage a wider uptake. 
Indeed, 72% of English farmland was operating under ELS in 2013 (Walker et al., 2018). Similar to 
HLS, the efficacy of ELS shows strong regional variations (Davey et al., 2010).  Furthermore, Baker 
et al. (2012) considered the effects of a range of AES options (largely from ELS) on farmland bird 
population growth rates and found mixed results. Whilst options promoting winter stubbles had 
consistent positive effects on granivorous species, Baker et al. (2012) reported that for 
Yellowhammer Emberiza cirlus at least, the area of stubble options under AES were insufficient to 
reverse population declines.  It would be interesting to extend the approach of Walker et al. 
(2018) to make quantitative predictions on the scale of all AES (i.e. HLS, ELS and other schemes 
such as those involving organic farms) needed to affect the FBI.  However, given the generally less 
marked response of farmland bird populations to the ‘broad-and-shallow’ approach of the ELS, it 
seems unlikely that increasing the already high uptake of this scheme would make much 
difference.   
Overall, these results support the idea that, whilst HLS works in the sense that it increases bird 
populations, it is not being introduced at a scale which is sufficient to reverse wider declines.  To a 
large extent, we can say that the research has worked - our understanding of the ecology of 
farmland birds, and hence the impacts of how agricultural management affects their populations, 
has increased massively over the past two decades. Thanks to this, the options provided under HLS 
(and in general other AES) can increase local abundances and thereby reverse at least local 
population declines.  There are certainly some issues to address – for HLS, there needs to be an 
assessment of options for target species, better regionally targeted options and more options that 
are less sensitive to weather extremes – but the remaining big challenge is one of policy rather 
than research.   
In common with previous research undertaken at a smaller scale (Henderson et al., 2012), this 
paper stresses that simply not enough farmland is under the right kind of management to make a 
difference to bird populations at larger scales.  If governments are serious about reversing 
biodiversity losses on farmland, then either they need to change the prescriptions for AES to 
encourage much wider uptake, or they need to start developing entirely new initiatives to address 
the problem.  Recent reforms to European Union agricultural policy may have been a missed 
opportunity to take more affirmative action (Pe’er et al., 2014). For the UK, where this study took 
place, whether Brexit presents an opportunity or a threat to farmland biodiversity remains to be 
seen. 
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